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Abstract 
This study analyzes usage statistics and 
the results of an end-user survey to com-
pile a snapshot of the current use and us-
ers of one online machine translation 
(MT) tool, Multilizer’s PDF Translator1. 
The results reveal that the tool is used 
predominantly for assimilation purposes 
and that respondents use MT often. Peo-
ple use the tool to translate texts from 
different areas of life, including work, 
study and leisure. Of these, the study area 
is currently the most prevalent. The re-
sults also reveal a tendency for users to 
machine translate documents that are in 
languages they have some understanding 
of, rather than texts they do not under-
stand at all. The findings imply that gist 
MT is becoming a part of people’s eve-
ryday lives and that perhaps people use 
gist MT in a different way than they use 
publishing-level translations.  
1. Introduction 
Online machine translation (MT) tools have been 
in use for almost 25 years and people are finding 
numerous ways to integrate MT into the process-
es of their everyday lives. However, although 
research on professional translators’ use of MT 
has grown rapidly, the literature on all other us-
ers of MT remains limited. This paper aims to 
contribute to that limited body of research with a 
study on the users of one online MT tool, Mul-
tilizer’s PDF Translator. 
1.1. Purpose of the Study 
Our study focuses on users of MT for assimila-
tion, or scenarios in which people use raw,  
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unedited machine translated text for some other 
purpose than editing it for publication. Because 
users most often want just a basic understanding 
of the information (or gist) of the text, we term 
them gist MT users. We also use it because it is 
shorter than the term users of MT for assimila-
tion; however, we use the two terms interchange-
ably.  
The overall purpose of the study is to present a 
snapshot of the use and users of one online MT 
tool. Our questions concern who is using MT, 
where these users are, how they are using it, 
when they are using it, and in what areas of life 
they are using it.  
We had several motivations in doing the 
study. First, because online MT is in such wide 
use today, we can assume that the number of gist 
users is much larger than the number of profes-
sional translator users. Yet the latter group has 
been studied far more than gist MT users. We 
believed it was time to put some focus on other 
user groups and we hoped to contribute to that 
with this study. Second, our literature review 
revealed only one gist MT user survey conducted 
in the past 10 years. We felt it was time to con-
duct another one. Finally, this analysis will serve 
as a basis for a second study we are planning, a 
qualitative study that will probe more deeply into 
the specific ways people are using gist MT.  
1.2. Related Work 
The pioneer study of MT users, by Henisz-
Dostert in 1979, was also the first study on gist 
MT users. In the 40 years since it was published, 
a relatively small number of articles have been 
written about gist MT users. These studies can be 
grouped into two categories: experimental 
studies on potential users of gist MT and survey 
studies on actual gist MT users.  
In the experimental studies, groups of poten-
tial gist MT users were asked to evaluate specific 
aspects of MT or the use of MT. Fuji et al. 
(2001) tested user success with machine translat-
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 ed texts, measured through reading comprehen-
sion, against users’ impressions of comprehensi-
bility and awkwardness. Gaspari (2006) had 
users evaluate their confidence in understanding 
raw MT. Bowker and Ehgoetz (2007), Bowker 
(2009), Bowker and Buitrago (2015) and Cas-
tilhjo and O’Brien (2017) had users evaluate the 
acceptability of raw MT. They often had users 
compare preference or acceptability of raw MT, 
post-edited MT, and human translation. Gaspari 
(2004), Stewart et al. (2010), and Doherty and 
O’Brien (2012) had users evaluate raw MT 
against traditional usability criteria. Finally, 
Doherty and O’Brien (2014) used eye tracking to 
measure MT output usability. 
The studies on actual gist MT users include 
research on market or usage reports, end-user 
surveys, or a combination of the two. A small 
number of these were agnostic to MT systems, 
focusing on groups who were using any number 
of the systems available at the time. A larger 
group of research focuses on users of one specif-
ic system. A limitation of this second group of 
studies is that they describe only a specific type 
of user and therefore the results cannot be con-
sidered representative of all MT users. However, 
they do contribute information on those users 
and, seen collectively, help to paint an overall 
picture of gist MT usage. 
The first studies on users of various MT sys-
tems were sponsored by the International Asso-
ciation for Machine Translation (IAMT) in 1993 
and 1995. These studies used participants they 
recruited through the manufacturers of MT sys-
tems or through the AMTA website. Although 
they focused mainly on professional translators, 
who used MT for dissemination, they did include 
a small amount of data on gist MT users in the 
form of eight testimonials (Lawson and Vascon-
cellos, 1993). The Asia-Pacific Association for 
Machine Translation (AAMT) recruited partici-
pants for a series of studies in 2003-2005 through 
their website, so the user group represented was 
again not specific to any one tool. These surveys 
focused much more on gist MT users, indicating 
that “the main use of machine translation” was 
assimilation (Yamada et al. 2005, p. 58). The 
final study that was not dependent on any one 
MT tool was that carried out by Gaspari in 2007. 
The survey, conducted at several UK university 
campuses, used students as informants and cov-
ered user demographics, experience with com-
puters and MT, languages translated, use of MT 
for assimilation vs. dissemination, genres trans-
lated, and user evaluations of MT.  
The first study that focused on users of a spe-
cific system was the study on the users of the 
Georgetown MT system cited earlier in this arti-
cle (Henisz-Dostert, 1979). It used a survey, 
although that survey was administered almost 
entirely through face-to-face interviews. It pro-
vided a rich and multifaceted description of the 
users, how they used the system, and their expe-
rience regarding usefulness, speed, and quality. 
The study also included a few interesting ques-
tions on how users experience cognitive process-
es, which subsequent surveys have not touched 
on. These included questions such as “If the style 
of the MT is awkward, can you correct it mental-
ly?” and “Do you get ‘used to’ reading MT?” 
(Henisz-Dostert 1979, p. 193) The only other 
study we are aware of that address cognitive 
processes was Doherty and O’Brien’s (2014) 
previously mentioned eye tracking study. 
The next study of the users of one system was 
conducted in Japan by Hoshino (1995), focusing 
on users of the Korya Eiwa (“It’s Nice! English–
Japanese”) consumer desktop system. The survey 
was comprehensive, covering user de-
mographics, genres and subject matters translat-
ed, users’ fluency in English, experience with 
MT, purpose, motivations, and expectations for 
MT. Flanagan’s (1996) paper described the us-
age of CompuServe’s online MT service as well 
as users’ reactions to it. Another online service, 
AltaVista Translation with Systran, was the fo-
cus of a study by Yang and Lange (2003). The 
study included both an analysis of usage and 
feedback data in the form of 5,005 e-mails re-
ceived in 1998.  
A few studies have been conducted on compa-
ny-internal MT systems and their users. Smith 
(2003) analyzed PriceWaterhouseCooper’s intra-
net-based MT system and its users. This was 
perhaps the first study on a system that supports 
a large number of language pairs, 37 in total. It 
described how people used the system, their re-
actions to it, and factors that affected users’ satis-
faction with the system. Another company-
internal study was conducted by Nuutila (2005), 
who reported on a survey conducted with users 
of Nokia’s Roughlate MT service.  
The latest user study we are aware of was a 
study by Burgett (2015) on the users of Intel’s 
machine-translated support content. This study 
asked users to perform usability tests while 
working with Intel’s machine translated content.   
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 2. Multilizer’s PDF Translator 
The tool in our study, PDF Translator, is an 
online MT tool that translates full documents that 
are in either PDF or Word format. A user sub-
mits a document, then the tool extracts the texts, 
puts them through machine translation, rebuilds 
the document with the original pictures in place, 
and returns it to the user in the requested lan-
guage. PDF Translator utilizes the MT engines of 
Microsoft, Google and PROMT to perform the 
translations. Due to the proprietariness of the 
engines and the dynamic nature of MT develop-
ment, we do not have information on the exact 
type of MT (rule-based, statistical or neural) used 
for each language pair during the time of the 
study.  
PDF Translator is meant for any type of doc-
ument that people want to have translated, so it is 
not trained for specific genres or subject matters. 
Two versions are available, a desktop and an 
online version. The desktop version, which was 
developed first, is downloaded onto the user’s 
computer and used from there. Its user interface 
is available in 14 languages. Users can translate 
up to 3 pages at a time for a total of 15 pages for 
free. PDF Translator offers three levels of paid 
licenses: Standard, Pro and Business, and after 
initial purchase of a license, additional pages can 
be purchased in batches. The desktop version 
supports 47 source languages and 39 target lan-
guages. The newer online version has been in use 
since 2016 and it is currently available through 
an English, Spanish or Chinese user interface. 
Users can translate a small amount of text (one 
page) free of charge and thereafter they can pur-
chase packages of translation (10, 50, 100, etc. 
pages). The online version supports translation 
between 42 languages.  
2.1. MT for PDF and DOC Documents 
One important aspect of PDF Translator is that it 
translates entire documents instead of pieces of 
text typed or copy/pasted into a text field. This 
holds several implications for our study and the 
types of users it addresses. First, it excludes inci-
dences when people enter only one or two words, 
essentially using MT as a bilingual dictionary. 
Previous studies have found this to constitute a 
large portion of MT use. For example, Yang and 
Lange reported that “more than 50% of transla-
tions are of one- or two-word phrases” (Yang 
and Lange, 2003, p. 199) and Gaspari was led to 
devote a whole section of his PhD to “(Mis-) 
Using Free Web-based MT Services as Online 
Dictionaries” (Gaspari, 2007, p. 108). Another 
implication of translating whole documents is 
that the materials people submit for translation 
tend to be well-formed and written, published 
documents instead of more informal texts such as 
chat messages or personal correspondence. This 
can influence the areas of life where people use 
MT – for work and study or in their free time. A 
final implication is that, due to the very nature of 
PDF as a publication instead of an editing for-
mat, users are far more likely to be gist MT users 
than to be people who want to edit the material 
for publication. All of these factors contribute to 
profiling a specific type of user and need to be 
kept in mind when reading this study. 
3. Materials and Methods 
Our goal was to capture a snapshot of the use and 
users of PDF Translator in a short, specific point 
of time. We chose a four-month period, Novem-
ber 1, 2017 through February 28, 2018, and col-
lected two types of data from the period for anal-
ysis. We collected log files from both the desk-
top and the online systems, and we conducted an 
online end-user survey with users of the desktop 
system. 
Our first batch of data consisted of the logs 
from the desktop and online versions of PDF 
Translator. We used the logs to examine the 
times that submissions for translation were made, 
the places they were made from, and the source 
and target languages involved. 
The end-user survey was short, consisting of 
eight questions in three categories: 
Category Questions 
Basic  
demo-
graphics 
1. What is your gender? 
2. What is your age? 
3. What language are you most profi-
cient in? 
4. What is the highest degree or level of 
school you have completed? 
Frequency 
of use of 
MT tools 
5. How often do you use tools that 
automatically translate texts, similar-
ly to PDF Translator or Google 
Translate? 
Questions 
on the 
specific 
document 
submitted 
for transla-
tion 
6. Why did you want to translate the 
document? 
7. Did you need the document for 
work, study, or leisure purposes? 
8. How well did you understand the 
language of the original written doc-
ument? 
Table 1. Survey questions. 
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 The reason for the brevity of the survey was 
that, in keeping with the idea of a snapshot, our 
focus was on quantity more than quality. The 
survey needed to be short enough so that a large 
number of people would be willing to answer it.  
Besides keeping the survey short, we used 
other strategies to encourage users to respond. 
We offered all respondents the chance to partici-
pate in a drawing for five small prizes: 100 pages 
of free translation through PDF Translator.  We 
also named it 3-minute Survey for Users of PDF 
Translator under the assumption that precise 
information on how long it would take to answer 
the survey would encourage people decide to 
devote time to it. The average response time was, 
in fact, three minutes.  
Due to limited resourcing, we had to make de-
cisions on what languages to offer the survey in. 
We decided to offer the survey to users of the 
most popular 6 of the 14 languages the desktop 
version of PDF Translator is available in: Eng-
lish, Spanish, Portuguese, French, Russian and 
Indonesian.  
An invitation to answer the survey was offered 
to users after they had submitted a document into 
PDF Translator and received the translation 
back. It was offered to everyone who submitted a 
document during that period, meaning that both 
heavy users of the tool and first-timers could 
answer.  
4. Discussion 
Besides the log files, our data included 1,579 
responses to the three-minute survey. The re-
sponse distribution by language survey is dis-
played in the following table. 
Language survey Number of responses 
Spanish 652 
Portuguese 283 
French 211 
Russian 188 
English 147 
Indonesian 98 
Total 1579 
Table 2. Survey response distribution. 
PDF Translator has a large customer base in 
Spanish-speaking countries and this is reflected 
in the high number of responses to the Spanish 
survey. The placement of the other language 
surveys correlate roughly with our statistics on 
the countries and target languages with the most 
traffic during the study period. While compiling 
responses, we noticed that a large number of 
responses to the English survey (49 responses, 
comprising 25% of all responses), were from 
people who marked Indonesian as their most 
proficient language. We did not observe a similar 
phenomenon in any other language survey. We 
decided to move these 49 responses from the 
English survey to the Indonesian one. The previ-
ous table reflects the numbers after that change. 
4.1. Locations and Languages  
PDF Translator is used widely across the world. 
Our logs indicated that requests for translation 
during the study period came from 181 countries 
and territories. The tool’s large customer base in 
Spanish-speaking countries is reflected in the list 
of the countries with the most traffic, with 10 of 
the top 20 spots being occupied by those coun-
tries. Other countries in the top 20 include Brazil, 
Indonesia, Poland, Germany, Italy, Russia, Tur-
key, France, Ukraine, and Portugal.  
English was the most popular source language, 
with 85% of all documents translated during the 
study period being originally in English. The 
next languages on the list of source languages 
included German, Spanish, French, Portuguese, 
Italian, Russian, Polish, Dutch and Indonesian. 
Spanish led the list of the most popular target 
languages, followed by Portuguese, English, 
French, Russian, Indonesian, German, Polish, 
Italian and Turkish.   
The top language pair of English–Spanish 
comprised 47% of all requests. This was ex-
pected, considering PDF Translator’s customer 
base. Also, this language pair has appeared at the 
top of lists in survey and market studies for a 
long time, including those by Yang and Lange 
(2003), Smith (2003), Gaspari and Hutchins 
(2007) and Turovsky (2016).  
Indonesian’s position near the top of the lan-
guage lists was interesting. The past ten years 
have seen a major expansion in the language 
palette of online MT tools (e.g. Turovsky, 2016). 
It appears that this expansion is beginning to 
produce results and new language pairs are 
emerging at the top of the lists of the most-
translated languages. For example, Google’s 
recent reports on the most-translated languages 
include the ones that have appeared at the top of 
these lists for years—Spanish, Russian and Por-
tuguese—but also relative newcomers to online 
MT, such as Arabic and Indonesian (Turovsky, 
2016). Indonesian proved to be an interesting and 
different market in other areas of our study as 
well. 
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 4.2. Survey Participant Demographics  
The overall gender demographic of survey par-
ticipants showed males comprising 68% of re-
sponses, females 32%, and the group of other, 
3%. Small differences surfaced when comparing 
the results of different language areas. In the 
Portuguese, Spanish and English surveys, males 
made up 61–68% of responses while in the 
French and Russian surveys, 82–83% of re-
spondents were male. Indonesia was the only 
country in which female respondents outnum-
bered male (54% and 46%, respectively). The 
high proportion of men in most of the language 
surveys seems to be typical in studies of techno-
logical systems.  
The age distribution shown in survey answers 
was also typical of that shown in technology 
studies, with the 19–29 age group providing the 
largest number of responses, 46% altogether. 
Similarly to the results of the gender demograph-
ic, the age demographic also contained differ-
ences in the results from different language sur-
veys, as is shown in the following figure. 
 
Figure 1. Age distribution of respondents in dif-
ferent language surveys. 
Indonesian again displayed a different profile 
from the other surveys. In that survey, the 19-29 
age group made up 71% of the total, 18 percent-
age points higher than the next (Spanish) survey. 
The French and Russian surveys were again at 
the opposite end of the scale, with a much more 
even distribution of ages. Another interesting 
point was that the French-speaking older re-
spondents seem to be the most active. Whereas 
in most of the language surveys, the two highest 
age groups comprised 3–7% of respondents, in 
the French survey this group comprised 19% of 
all respondents. Although the total overall num-
ber of answers in the highest age groups, 60–69 
and 70 or older, was small (68 and 19 responses 
respectively), it was good to note that people in 
these age groups are also using MT actively. 
The following figure shows how much of each 
respondent age group was comprised of female, 
male and other genders.  
 
Figure 2. Percentage distribution of survey  
respondents by gender and age group. 
The chart shows that in the younger age 
groups, a smaller gap exists between the male 
and female composition of the respondents. This 
gap grows and peaks in the 60–69 age group 
before becoming smaller again in the 70 or older 
group. A somewhat even number of people iden-
tify as some other gender throughout all age 
groups, although the relatively small overall 
number of respondents in the 70 or older group 
resulted in the other group comprising a higher 
percentage of the whole. 
The highest degree or level of school reported 
by respondents is shown in the following table. 
 
Figure 3. Highest level of education of respond-
ents. 
Respondents appear to be fairly highly educat-
ed, with the largest group being comprised of 
people who already have a vocational or bache-
lor’s degree. In comparing the different language 
surveys, the French and Russian surveys once 
again stood out in that they had high percentages 
of respondents who held a master’s degree or 
higher. In fact, the educational level with the 
most responses in both surveys was a master’s 
degree.  
70+
60-69
50-59
40-49
30-39
19-29
18 or -
0%
20%
40%
60%
80%
100%
Female
Male
Other
0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%
Master's degree or higher
Bachelor's or vocational degree
Some university or vocational
school
High school diploma or equivalent
Less than a high school diploma
203
 4.3. Frequency of MT Use 
As has been noted by Gaspari (2007) and others, 
a self-administered survey such as this one can 
result in responses being given by people who 
are relatively more active in the technology area 
than the general user population. This factor 
needs to be considered when examining the re-
sponses to our survey question on how often 
respondents use MT, which are displayed in the 
following chart. 
 
Figure 4. How often respondents report using 
machine translation. 
These results indicate that a majority of the 
overall respondents of this survey tend to use MT 
on a very regular basis. In comparing to previous 
studies that have asked this question, Yamada et 
al. (2005) reported that only 13–18% of users 
used MT as frequently in 2003–2005. However, 
Nuutila’s (2005) study showed that 63% of 
Nokia’s in-house Roughlate system users report-
ed using the system several times a day or at 
least every week.   
The next chart shows a breakdown of reported 
frequency of use by age group. 
 
Figure 5. Frequency of MT use by different age 
groups. 
As is shown here, the younger age groups, 18 
or under and 19–29, showed a stronger tendency 
to use MT very frequently than respondents in 
older age groups. In fact, the level of very fre-
quent use for the 19–29 group was remarkably 
high, 67%.  
4.4. Purpose: Assimilation,  
Dissemination, or Something Else 
To explore users’ purposes for using MT, the 
area of life they were using MT in, and their 
proficiency in the languages involved, the survey 
included three questions that asked specifically 
about the document the respondent had submit-
ted for translation right before being invited to 
take the survey. The first of these questions con-
cerned whether users were using the submitted 
document for assimilation, dissemination, or 
some other purpose. Although we could assume 
that people translating whole documents (many 
of them PDFs) are mainly using MT for assimila-
tion purposes, we wanted to verify this. We start-
ed with the questions and answer choices used by 
Gaspari in his survey of students (Gaspari, 2007, 
p. 102–103) and edited them a bit. The following 
table shows the overall responses. 
Why did you translate the document? % of 
responses 
I wanted to understand it myself.  
(assimilation) 
58% 
I wanted to verify that I understood it 
myself. (assimilation) 
18% 
I wanted to translate it into my own 
language so that someone else can un-
derstand it. (assimilation for other per-
son) 
14% 
I wanted to translate it from my lan-
guage into another language so that 
someone else can understand it. (dissem-
ination) 
6% 
Some other reason (please specify). 4% 
Table 3. Purpose of translating the document 
submitted for translation. 
Combining the first and second answers gives 
an overall view to assimilation and shows that a 
majority of respondents, 76%, are indeed using 
the machine-translated documents for their own 
assimilation. However, the second answer taken 
alone is also interesting in that it shows that peo-
ple are using MT for understanding documents, 
but also for verifying their understanding. An-
other interesting point arises when comparing the 
responses of different language surveys. In Indo-
nesia, 25% of respondents reported that they 
translated the document into their own language 
so that someone else could understand it. In other 
language surveys, the rate was only 10–16%. 
Combining this with the relatively young de-
0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
Every day to a few
times a week
A few times a
month
A few times a year
or less
18 or - 19-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-69 70+
A few times a
week to every
day
A few times a
month
A few times a
year or less
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 mographics of that market, could this reflect an 
effort by younger people to help their technolog-
ically more reticent elders?  
4.5. Area of Life Where MT was Used 
The second of the questions we asked about 
the document the respondent had translated re-
garded the area of life that the document con-
cerned: work, study, or leisure. We allowed re-
spondents to select more than one choice in case 
the document was used in various areas. Howev-
er, only 11% chose more than one area. The fol-
lowing figure displays the overall compiled re-
sults of responses to the question.  
 
Figure 6. Percentage of respondents who listed 
work, study, and/or leisure as the purpose of the 
document they translated. 
Overall, 63% of the respondents reported that 
at least one of the areas of life in which they 
needed the translated document was study. This 
would indicate that, at least for the type of user 
who is translating whole documents (and willing 
to answer surveys), MT is being used widely for 
learning purposes. 
This figure shows the responses by age group.  
 
Figure 7. Reported area of life where machine 
translated document was used, by age group. 
This distribution seems logical and perhaps 
expected, with users in the younger age groups 
showing a relatively strong emphasis on study. It 
is interesting that the study category increased 
again in the 70 or older age group, though it 
should be kept in mind that the number of re-
sponses in that group was small (19), and that 
respondents who are active users of MT, and are 
willing to answer surveys, might well also have a 
keen interest in self-study.  
Two factors seem to have contributed to mak-
ing study the top area reported. First, a relatively 
high number of responses to the survey came 
from the 19–29 age group. Second, responses 
from the Spanish and Portuguese surveys were 
also relatively high, and as can be seen in the 
following table, both of those languages showed 
very high scores for study. 
Survey Work  Study Leisure 
Indonesian 19% 88% 4% 
Portuguese 30% 73% 15% 
Spanish 31% 75% 9% 
English 46% 49% 19% 
French 43% 34% 39% 
Russian 44% 36% 31% 
Table 4. Percentage of respondents who listed 
work, study, and/or leisure as the purpose of the 
document they translated in different surveys. 
In this table, the English, French, and Russian 
answers reflect more of an emphasis on work. In 
fact, in the French and Russian results, work 
surpasses study as the area of life the translated 
document concerned. As discussed earlier in this 
article, the demographics of the French and Rus-
sian respondents were somewhat different than 
those of the other language surveys. These dif-
ferences seem to indicate that the way MT is 
used can be different in different groups or geo-
graphical areas. 
In addition to analyzing the responses to our 
survey, we also used the log files to analyze the 
day of the week and time of day when people 
requested translations. We converted all log time 
stamps to local times. The results of that analysis 
are presented in the following figure, which 
shows usage levels for the seven days of the 
week and hour-by-hour. Each of the seven lines 
in the graph represents one day of the week. 
Black lines were used for Monday–Thursday and 
gray for Friday–Sunday. 
0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
Work Study Leisure
18 or
younger
19-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-69 70 or
older
Leisure
Work
Study
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Figure 8. Usage by day of the week and time of 
day. The black lines are Monday–Thursday and 
gray lines Friday–Sunday. 
Although all lines demonstrate activity during 
the evening hours, a clearly higher activity level 
emerges on Monday–Thursday than on Friday–
Sunday. This analysis seemed to support the 
result that study and work are areas of life where 
users of the tool request translations, more than 
leisure. 
It should be noted that these results reflect the 
situation for one tool at a specific point in time. 
As the technology and users mature, the overall 
emphasis could shift from study to other areas of 
life. Another point of consideration is that our 
results do not provide details on the level of edu-
cation users are at when they use MT for study. 
It could be anything from grade school through 
Ph.D. research. The results also do not tell us 
exactly how users are using the machine-
translated information: to help them in language 
production, for self-study, or to read scientific 
articles in a language they do not know. These 
questions should be addressed in future studies.  
4.6. Understanding of Source Language 
The third question in the survey related to the 
document that each respondent had submitted for 
translation was the following: How well do you 
understand the language of the original written 
document (before it was translated)? The possi-
ble answers were Very well, Well, A little and 
Not at all. 
In the overall results, 51% of people reported 
that they understood a little of the source text 
and 33% said they understood the source text 
well or very well. By contrast, only 17% labeled 
their understanding as not at all. A few differ-
ences emerged when comparing the results of 
different language surveys. The Portuguese and 
English surveys had the highest percentage of 
people answering that their understanding of the 
source language was not at all (23% in English, 
36% in Portuguese). In all other languages, 15% 
or fewer reported having no understanding.  
As participants reported using PDF Translator 
for a variety of purposes, including dissemina-
tion, we conducted a separate analysis of people 
who specifically used it for assimilation, or gist 
users. For that analysis, we used only the an-
swers of respondents who said their reason for 
translating the text was either that they wanted to 
understand it themselves or that they wanted to 
verify that they understood it themselves. As is 
shown in the following chart, a large majority of 
this specific group displayed at least a basic un-
derstanding of the source texts they translated. 
This result was similar to the overall results.  
 
Figure 9. Reported understanding of the source 
text of the document submitted for translation by 
gist users. 
The responses showed that in general, users of 
this tool often seem to translate texts that are in 
languages in which they already have some pro-
ficiency. Some previous survey studies have 
asked about users’ competence in the source 
language, including Henisz-Dostert (1979), 
Hoshino (1995) and Yamada et al. (2005). A few 
other studies have uncovered indications of a 
link between knowledge of the source language 
and use of MT (Nurminen, 2016; Ogura et al., 
2004).  
Of course, people who are translating docu-
ments they already have some understanding of 
might also be simply testing PDF Translator or 
MT. Although we offered such people the choice 
to answer that their reason for translating the 
document was some other reason, some people 
may have instead indicated that their purpose 
was their own understanding and are therefore 
included in the assimilation group. In spite of 
this, there did appear to be a tendency to translate 
documents that respondents already had some 
understanding of, and this tendency has some 
interesting implications. First, this might be one 
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 reason why, even with the onslaught of new lan-
guage pairs available in online MT tools, the 
same European-based languages still tend to 
dominate the lists of the most translated lan-
guages. Because they are being taught widely in 
schools, these are languages in which people 
may have low-to-medium (although existing) 
competence.  
Second, this could reflect a tendency to use 
MT with caution. Users want to be able to com-
pare the machine translated text to the original so 
that they can evaluate the general level of MT 
output. This tendency might decrease in the fu-
ture, as MT improves and users’ trust in its quali-
ty increases. 
Third, this raises a question that was asked in 
Henisz-Dostert’s survey (1979): how do people 
find the texts they have machine translated? Do 
they need to have a basic understanding of the 
text (or even the title) to be able to make the 
decision to machine translate it? This would 
restrict the texts and the languages involved in 
gist MT use.  
Finally, the phenomenon raises a question 
about how people use MT. Is MT in these cases 
being used as some type of language tool, which 
users can combine with other resources, such as 
their limited competence in the source language 
or their familiarity with the topic of the text, to 
gain understanding of a text in another language? 
If so, does this mean that the way people use gist 
MT (in raw or possibly also lightly post-edited 
form) is inherently different than the way they 
use publishing-level translations? Perhaps we 
need to begin seeing gist MT as a different trans-
latorial activity than human translation, and to 
stop comparing them to each other. 
5. Conclusions  
This study provided a snapshot of the use and 
users of a specific type of gist MT tool. It pre-
sented a picture of who is using PDF Translator, 
where these users are, how they are using it, 
when they are using it, and in what areas of life 
they are using it.  
The study confirmed some findings of previ-
ous studies. English continues to be the most-
translated language and English-Spanish the 
most commonly translated language pair. How-
ever, it also showed that new languages such as 
Indonesian are beginning to appear at the top of 
lists of languages involved in MT. The de-
mographics of the survey respondents indicate 
that, even though overall statistics reflect a bias 
toward young and male users, which is common-
ly found in technology studies, differences do 
emerge in the demographics of different lan-
guage areas. 
A few new tendencies that deserve further 
study surfaced also. First, gist MT users who 
translate whole documents seem to use MT of-
ten, multiple times a week. Second, the im-
portance of MT in the area of study, at least for 
the current users of PDF Translator, was a note-
worthy result. Finally, users’ tendency to ma-
chine translate texts in a language that they have 
some level of proficiency in was a new finding. 
Our study shares a limitation with a number of 
similar surveys in that it studied the users of only 
one tool and therefore cannot be considered rep-
resentative of any larger or more general popula-
tion of users. A second limitation was the use of 
a self-administered survey, which can lead to a 
disproportionately enthusiastic picture of MT 
users. A more random sampling of respondents 
could produce different results. 
The study nevertheless contributes to the small 
body of literature on gist MT users. The main 
contribution is that that users’ competence in the 
source language seems to play some role in their 
use of MT. Users’ reports on having some level 
of proficiency in the source language of the doc-
ument they translated, plus the tendency some 
users have to use MT not only for assimilation 
but also for verifying their understanding of doc-
uments, lead to questions of exactly how people 
are using gist MT. Is it comparable to their use of 
human translation, or do they use MT in very 
different ways?  
Further studies on how people are using MT in 
their studies would be called for. We would also 
like to see new studies that focus on general 
populations of gist MT users, instead of the users 
of one tool. However, the most urgent need we 
envision right now is for deep, qualitative data 
on exactly how people use gist MT. After the 
first study in 1979, very little insight has been 
gained as to how people have integrated MT into 
their daily lives, what types of processes they 
use, and the cognitive processes they rely on to 
extract meaning from imperfect language. As the 
quality of MT improves and more uses are found 
for MT in its raw form, the already-pressing 
importance of this type of data will increase. 
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